Abstract: Consumers' brand-switching behavior, or the non-sustainability of consumer loyalty to a brand, brings huge losses to affected companies. Thus, the investigation of factors behind consumers' brand-switching is very important. The study analyzes the mechanism and configuration of brand-switching intention in order to provide guidelines for increasing brand competitiveness. Using empirical analysis (SEM) and qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA), this study elucidates the motives and mechanisms in operation when customers decide whether to stay with a particular brand or switch to an alternative. The data was collected in August 2017. The results of SEM showed that the attractiveness of an alternate brand had a negative influence on current brand image recognition and brand value recognition, which could produce negative emotions that then lead to a brand-switching intention. The fsQCA uncovered six combinations or configurations of variables that could lead to brand-switching. This study has both theoretical and practical outcomes for competitive branding.
Introduction
An increasing number of consumers switch from one brand to another, and a loss of customer base can damage the long-term development of a new company as well as decrease its profits. According to statistics, the cost of acquiring a new customer is far greater than that of maintaining an existing customer [1] . The aim of brand management is to build a healthy relationship with customers and thus enhance brand loyalty [2] . However, rapid development of product homogeneity is exacerbating the potential for consumers to switch brands. Determining which factors influence brand-switching and how to exploit them is of vital importance for companies trying to hold on to their clientele.
According to marketing strategists, loyalty among customers is influenced by both 'push' (display advertising, promotions, mailings) and 'pull' (customer relations, word-of-mouth, advertising campaigns) factors [3] . From the push perspective, research affirms that brand recognition influences brand selection and switching intentions [4] . Word-of-mouth criticisms of a brand can also lead to brand-switching [5] . The perceived attractiveness of alternative products plays a significant role in customer choice and influences the desire of customers to try a different brand [6] . While there have been few studies of external pull factors such as alternative product attractiveness [7] , the rapid development of product homogeneity exacerbates the potential for consumers to switch brands, which means that the role of external substitute attraction cannot be ignored. In addition, the complexity of consumer brand-switch intentions equates to a relatively complicated formation path
Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Cognition Theory and the Framework of Brand Intention
Cognition theory explains the mechanism of how people's cognitive abilities influence information processing and subsequent behavior. According to cognition theory, there exist mutual and dynamic effects between an individual's environment and their perception of that environment, resulting in deterministic behavior. On this basis, it is assumed that the major determinant of people's behavior is their subjective cognition [8] . These ideas can be applied to understand and predict individual behavior, which from a marketing standpoint could also help to discern the key factors influencing an individual's behavior towards a particular brand of product. In the context of e-commerce, customers are confronted with myriad brands, which can result in confusion and frustration for the customer [9] . Perceptions of brand superiority or inferiority are the major drivers of product loyalty, and any change in marketing can prompt brand-switching. This process of selecting a brand involves information processing and cognition, which could play a vital role in user behavior. Therefore, cognition theory is well suited in the e-commerce context to exploring the mechanism and configuration of brand-switching intention.
Some scholars have applied the stereotype content model in the context of brand recognition to determine how the framework of brand intention influences brand loyalty [10] . Within a framework of brand intention, the brand image is not considered to be a passive receiver of customers' behavior, but rather an active entity that can send valuable information to customers. The relationship between customer and brand is influenced by both inside and outside factors, just as between two people [11] . From a perspective inside the brand, customers would develop certain forms of recognition in the process of relating to the brand. They would judge the brand according to their intentions and abilities, including their recognition and personal evaluation, as well as how the product is viewed by their friends. From a perspective outside the brand, comparison with alternative products, each with their own persuasive intentions, also has a strong effect on which brand a customer will decide to go with. Thus, the brand acts as an intentional body, and it is perceived that the establishment of brand recognition is similar to the building of an interpersonal relationship. In the context of e-commerce, a brand-switching intention demonstrates a customer's intention to discard the current brand and switch to a new one, thus reflecting an intention towards a certain alternative brand. Thus, this study also applied the framework of brand intention to the investigation of brand-switching intention.
People sometimes endow brands with personal characteristics, generating a strong attachment to a particular brand [12] . Research indicates that emotion is a powerful motivator of behavior and could mediate the relationship between recognition and behavior [13] . The framework of brand intention shows that viewing a brand as an intentional body fits the same basic form of "recognition-emotion-behavior", so the role of brand emotion should also be considered in studying Sustainability 2018, 10, 4685 3 of 13 the mechanism of brand-switching. Therefore, based on both the cognition theory and the framework of brand intention, this study investigated the mechanism and configuration of brand-switching intention.
Research Hypotheses
Research has shown that brand recognition and brand value are core elements in the purchasing process [14] . If the product does not satisfy the customer's needs, they will think that the brand is inferior in performance, and this could lead to decreased brand recognition. From a perspective inside the brand, research shows that brand congruity significantly influences brand recognition [15] . From a perspective outside the brand, the attractiveness of competing products also plays an important role in pulling a customer's behavior, competing with push factors [16] . Confronted with powerful attractions, some customers will decide to compare the current brand with its alternatives and judge which one they think is better. If an alternative product appears superior to their current one, the customer's attachment to the product may decrease, leading to a passive attitude in which they think less of its brand image and value. This study follows Aaker [17] in dividing negative brand recognition into two dimensions of negative brand image recognition and negative brand value recognition. According to the above discussion, it is assumed that alternative attractiveness could have a significant influence on how customers cognize the brand image and brand value. Therefore, this study poses the following hypotheses:
H1: Alternative attractiveness positively influences negative brand image recognition.
H2:
Alternative attractiveness positively influences negative brand value recognition.
Cognition, emotion and behavior are the fundamental elements in motivating a customer to take action. Research confirms that the effects of emotions in determining behavior are stronger than the effects of cognition. In the context of e-commerce, cognition refers to the intellectual bias towards a product or brand, the emotional aspect includes the feelings and psychological attachment towards the product, and behavior is related to customer's intention to take action. Brand recognition shows how customers perceive the brand's characteristics, performance, etc. Cognition creates a channel for the consumer to receive information about the product and to establish connections with the brand, which could help to generate emotions towards the brand. It has been shown that brand recognition has a significant role in customers' feelings [18] . The effect of brand recognition on customer preference is also significant [19] . It could be inferred that brand emotion could be influenced by brand recognition. Once customers cognize less towards the brand, they have a tendency to pour less emotion towards it. According to the framework of brand intention, brand emotion is a psychological effect compared to cognitive and behavioral intention. The effects of brand emotion have received a lot of attention in e-commerce. Concerning the outcomes of brand emotions, some scholars have demonstrated that brand emotion could significantly influence a customer's behavior towards a product. For example, brand emotion influences purchase intention [20] , brand equity [21] , and brand loyalty [22, 23] . Brand emotion also strongly influences brand extension [24] . In this study, it is assumed that brand recognition could have an effect on brand emotion, which could further lead to intention. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses:
H3: Negative brand image recognition positively influences negative brand emotion.
H4:
Negative brand value recognition positively influences negative brand emotion.
H5:
Negative brand emotion positively influences brand-switching intention.
Website anxiety is defined as the apprehension that individuals experience when using a website [25] . It is shown that website anxiety has a negative effect on a user's intentions to continue using the product or service promoted by the site. For example, online shoppers who begin to feel too anxious do not buy as much [26] . Likewise, those who worry about smartphone use are less likely to continue the service [27] . Anxiety could also lead to problematic use [28] and protective behavior [29] .
However, a study by Xu [25] showed that website anxiety had no influence on an individual's intention to return to a website. In this study, it is assumed that if consumers feel anxiety while engaging in e-commerce, they have less energy and this could decrease behavioral intentions. That is to say, website anxiety is a significant factor in a customer's intention to switch; thus, the role of website anxiety is taken into consideration when investigating the mechanism and configuration of brand-switching intention. Therefore, this study raises the following hypothesis:
H6: Website anxiety positively influences brand-switching intention.
The research model is shown in Figure 1 .
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Research Methodology
Measurements
In the empirical study, an online survey was conducted using a battery of questions designed to collect participants' data about the relative influence of brand attractiveness, recognition, value, associated emotions, and website anxiety on shoppers' intentions to purchase a different brand of product. The measurements of negative image recognition and negative brand value recognition were based on previous studies [30, 31] . The measurement of alternative attractiveness was based on the study of Ping Jr [32] , negative brand emotion on Thomson, et al. [33] , website anxiety on Xu [25] and brand-switching intention on the study of Han, et al. [34] . All responses were based on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree/unlikely) to 7 (strongly agree/likely).
Data Collection
An online survey was used to determine how a specific set of cognitive and emotional factors affected a person's decision to switch to a different product brand. For credibility and diversity, this study collected the questionnaire with the assistance of a leading Chinese internet research firm, Sojump.com, a platform that has been used in numerous previous studies [35, 36] . The data was collected in August 2017, and all of the participants were required to have had an online shopping experience. In total, 227 questionnaires were collected and, after deleting 26 invalid responses, 201 valid questionnaires were kept for data analysis. Among the valid questionnaires, 97 were from males (48.3%) and 104 from females (51.7%). 108 respondents were over forty years old. There were 189 with a bachelor's degree or higher. 170 respondents had an income of more than 3000 yuan, and 171 had online shopping experience of more than three years. These demographic characteristics are representative of the current population structure in China and thus were suitable for our research context. The demographic characteristics are shown in Table 1 . 
Research Methodology
Measurements
Data Collection
Data Analysis
Measurement Validation
Smart PLS 2.0 software was used for the empirical study to check for reliability and validity. Data was first checked for reliability using Cronbach's α, composite reliability (CR) and average variance extraction (AVE). The validity was verified through factor loadings, composite reliability (CR) and average variance extraction (AVE). For validity acceptance, Cronbach's α, factor loading, and CR should be more than 0.7 and AVE should be more than 0.5 [37] . This study also checked discriminant validity which is correct if the square of the construct's AVE is larger than the correlation with other constructs. The results show that our structural model has good reliability and validity (Tables 2 and 3) . 
Structural Results and Hypotheses Testing
Smart PLS 2.0 software was used to verify the hypotheses. The structural equation model (SEM) results show that alternative attractiveness positively influences negative brand image recognition (β = 0.588, t = 9.405) and negative brand value recognition (β = 0.597, t = 10.347). Thus, hypotheses H1 and H2 are supported. In addition, negative brand image recognition (β = 0.301, t = 3.009) and negative brand value recognition (β = 0.556, t = 5.984) positively influence negative brand emotion. Therefore, the hypotheses H3 and H4 are supported. Finally, negative brand emotion (β = 0.753, t = 17.462) and website anxiety (β = 0.185, t = 3.660) positively influence brand-switching intention. Therefore, the hypotheses H5 and H6 are supported. The results are shown in Figure 2 . 
Smart PLS 2.0 software was used to verify the hypotheses. The structural equation model (SEM) results show that alternative attractiveness positively influences negative brand image recognition (β = 0.588, t = 9.405) and negative brand value recognition (β = 0.597, t = 10.347). Thus, hypotheses H1 and H2 are supported. In addition, negative brand image recognition (β = 0.301, t = 3.009) and negative brand value recognition (β = 0.556, t = 5.984) positively influence negative brand emotion. Therefore, the hypotheses H3 and H4 are supported. Finally, negative brand emotion (β = 0.753, t = 17.462) and website anxiety (β = 0.185, t = 3.660) positively influence brand-switching intention. Therefore, the hypotheses H5 and H6 are supported. The results are shown in Figure 2 . Next, this study analyzed the mediating role of negative brand emotion in the relationships between negative brand image recognition and brand-switching intention, and between negative brand value recognition and brand-switching intention. The results show that negative brand emotion partially mediated the relationships between negative brand image recognition and brandswitching intention, and between negative brand value recognition and brand-switching intention (Table 4) . Next, this study analyzed the mediating role of negative brand emotion in the relationships between negative brand image recognition and brand-switching intention, and between negative brand value recognition and brand-switching intention. The results show that negative brand emotion partially mediated the relationships between negative brand image recognition and brand-switching intention, and between negative brand value recognition and brand-switching intention (Table 4) . 
Re-Analysis of the Data Using fsQCA
This study used the fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) method to study the configuration of brand-switching intention. The fsQCA draws on the concepts of necessary and sufficient conditions, analyzing which conditions are necessary or sufficient for a certain result to arise within complex causal structures. This method tries to identify patterns of elements leading to an outcome, and goes to a step further from the mere identification of correlations among independent and dependent variables. That is to say, the fsQCA offers an innovative approach and allows a detailed analysis of how causal conditions contribute to a particular result, and draws on a configurational understanding of how a combination of causes leads to the same series of results.
The fsQCA software was used to extracted the constructs of alternative attractiveness, negative brand image recognition, negative brand value recognition, negative brand emotion and website anxiety to explore their mutual effects on brand-switching intention. For the present study, the outcome is 'brand-switching intention' (BS), and the antecedents examined, following the calibration procedure, are 'alternative attractiveness' (AA), 'negative brand image recognition' (NBI), 'negative brand value recognition' (NBV), 'negative brand emotion' (NBE) and 'website anxiety' (WA). The questions relating to these measures also correspond to values on a seven-point Likert scale.
In the first step of the qualitative analysis process, the study converted the raw data into fuzzy-set responses. Firstly, the condition and outcome variables' values were transformed from interval-scale values to fuzzy-membership scores in the range 0 (full exclusion "non-membership" from a set) to 1 (full inclusion "membership" in a set) [38] to construct a "continuous" fuzzy set for each variable. Secondly, the value of each construct was calibrated according to the three thresholds of 25%, 50%, and 75%. The calibration involved the use of "the direct method" outlined by L. Morgan [39] , which implies transforming the interval, using a crossover point as an anchor to calculate the deviation scores, and taking the values of pertinence as the upper or lower boundaries. To calibrate these observations, the interval was divided into two different measures, whose values are between 0 and 1. These values do not represent probabilities but rather transformations of the quantitative scales in degrees of integration within the category [40] . Finally, necessary and sufficient condition tests evaluated the effect of the different variables on brand-switching intention. The fsQCA generates three possible solutions: complex, parsimonious and intermediate. This study presents the latter. The results are shown in Table 5 .
Considering the necessary conditions test in Table 5 , negative brand image recognition (NBI), negative value recognition (NBV), negative brand emotion (NBE) and website anxiety (WA) were necessary conditions for brand-switching intention because their consistency values were above 0.9 [41] . Alternative attractiveness (AA) was the only exception.
Regarding sufficient conditions, all variables were present for the occurrence of brand-switching intention. The results of intermediate solutions indicated that there were six combinations of causal conditions that could form brand-switching intention (Table 6) . A model is considered informative when consistency is above 0.74 in fsQCA [42] . Therefore, the coverage (0.954) and consistency (0.894) of the six conditions were adequate. Sufficient conditions explained 86.4% of the empirical evidence. The six configurations are shown in Table 6 and the configurations of the brand-switching intention are shown in Table 7 . From these results, it can be seen that the most important configurations of brand-switching intention are negative brand value recognition * negative brand image recognition, and alternative attractiveness * negative brand emotion * negative brand value recognition, as they represent the highest raw coverage values. 
Discussion
Key Findings
This study is based on the cognition theory and the framework of brand intention, and investigates the mechanism and configuration of brand-switching intention in the context of e-commerce from the viewpoints of cognition and emotion.
Firstly, it shows that alternative attractiveness can influence negative brand image recognition and negative brand value recognition, and negative brand recognition has an effect on negative brand emotion which can lead to a brand-switching intention. Previous literature studied brand-switching intention by considering factors such as switching barriers, customer satisfaction [34] and relationship quality [43] , thus lacking an investigation of both external and internal factors. Our findings enrich the study of brand-switching intention by taking a more comprehensive approach. The quantitative study identifies the mechanisms of brand-switching intention from factors both inside and outside the brand. First, from the outside, it shows that alternative attractiveness influences both negative brand image recognition and negative brand value recognition, which expands upon the study of brand-switching intention considering only inside factors [34] . Second, from the inside, negative brand recognition can lead to negative brand emotion, which can further positively influence brand-switching intention. It is also shown that the effect of negative brand image recognition on negative brand emotion was smaller than the effect of negative brand value recognition on negative brand emotion; the reason behind this might be that brand value is much more important for customers when shopping online. Third, it is shown that the effect of brand recognition on brand-switching intention is partially mediated through brand emotion. Negative brand emotion mediates the relationship between negative brand image recognition and brand-switching intention as well as the relationship between negative brand value recognition and brand-switching intention, which comprehensively integrates the role of emotion in switching intention [44] . It is shown that brand recognition could influence brand-switching intention directly and it could also have an effect on brand-switching intention indirectly through brand emotion.
Secondly, this study identifies six configurations of brand-switching intention using qualitative comparative analysis [45] . Previous studies regard the influencing factors independently and lack the investigation of valid configurations of brand-switching intention [46] . This study uses a qualitative method to analyze the configuration of brand-switching intention. The qualitative comparative analysis results show that the fsQCA model explained brand-switching intention (86.4% of the variance) better than the SEM method (74.2% of the variance). There are six configurations of brand-switching intention: (1) negative brand value recognition * negative brand image recognition, (2) not alternative attractiveness * not website anxiety * not negative brand emotion, (3) website anxiety * not negative brand emotion * not negative brand value recognition, (4) not website anxiety * not negative brand emotion * negative brand value recognition, (5) alternative attractiveness * negative brand emotion * negative brand value recognition, and (6) alternative attractiveness * website anxiety * negative brand image recognition. The intermediate solution explained 86.4% of the brand-switching intention. It indicated that the generation of brand-switching intention was the mutual result of alternative attractiveness, negative brand image recognition, negative brand value recognition, negative brand emotion and website anxiety, adding to the hypothesis in the SEM method which lacked an investigation of the mutual effects of these factors.
Theoretical Implications
This study is based on cognition theory and the framework of brand intention, and it has some theoretical value for future research.
Firstly, the study enriches the cognition theory by investigating the antecedents of brand-switching intention. Prior studies mainly regard the cognition theory as a theoretical base in human cognition [47] , however there lacks of studies of customer switching behavior building on cognition theory. The context of e-commerce includes many choices [48] , so cognition plays a significant role in individual behavior. In this study, it is affirmed that brand image recognition and brand value recognition play a significant role in brand emotion and brand-switching intention. It broadens the cognition theory to the research context of e-commerce by applying cognition theory to the investigation of brand-switching intention.
Secondly, the study enriches the mechanism of brand-switching intention in e-commerce. Prior studies have investigated the factors influencing brand-switching intention, but these researches mainly focus on factors inside the brand [43] ; scant studies take the role of alternative attractiveness into consideration. This study investigates brand-switching intentions from factors both inside and outside of the brand. The results show that alternative attractiveness could significantly influence brand recognition and brand-switching intention. This broadens the investigation of brand-switching intention to outside the brand and pushes the study of brand-switching intention towards a more comprehensive viewpoint.
Thirdly, the study finds six configurations of brand-switching intention. In the context of e-commerce, much research has investigated the factors influencing customer brand-switching intention [46] . However, these studies regard the factors independently and were unable to identify the configuration of brand-switching intention. This study takes a qualitative approach to investigate how brand-switching intentions are formed and thus broadens the current literature on brand-switching. Thus, this study identifies the valid path leading to a brand-switching intention, enriching understanding of the configuration of brand-switching intention in e-commerce.
Practical Implications
The study also has some practical value. Firstly, it is highly important for brand vendors to enhance brand recognition in both the image and value aspects. Due to the fact that brand-switching intention damages enterprise profits and development, it is essential to take some measures to enhance brand recognition, for example, establishing brand marketing strategies and providing attractive activities for customers. Secondly, it is of vital importance to understand consumer psychology and thus to enhance brand emotion. Strong brand emotion could help to decrease brand-switching intention, and brand managers should attach more importance to enhancing it. For example, in order to increase customers' brand emotion, brand vendors should devote more energy to building healthy relationships with customers, providing discounts for existing customers and increasing the product quality in order to increase customer loyalty. Lastly, the role of brand alternatives in the context of e-commerce should not be ignored. Highly attractive alternative products can decrease brand image recognition and brand value recognition, indirectly increasing brand-switching intention. It is essential for brand marketers to survey the market situation from a comprehensive viewpoint in order to execute appropriate marketing tactics at the right time. Alternatives always pose potential threats to a particular brand, and keeping a watchful eye on the competition and adjusting marketing plans and strategies is a never-ending task.
Limitations and Future Research
This study has some limitations that need further exploration. Firstly, the data of the constructs used in this study was self-reported and might contain some biases. The measurement of alternative attractiveness, website anxiety, brand recognition and emotion, and brand-switching intention is based on subjective responses. It captures customer feelings but lacks longitudinal analysis of customer behavior. Future researchers could collect online review texts to analyze objective data, and combine subjective and objective data to help understand brand-switching intention more comprehensively.
Secondly, customer brand-switching behavior is a complicated process. This study only studies brand-switching from the perspective of alternative attractiveness, and considers customers' brand recognition, emotion and anxiety. Brand emotion is regarded as a single-dimension construct in this study; however, there are different emotions involved when engaging in e-commerce, such as liking, disliking and neutrality, that might vary in their effects on an individual's behavior. Thus, future studies could take different brand emotions into consideration to explore the effects of various emotions on brand-switching intention. Furthermore, future studies could also consider other factors affecting brand-switching intention, such as word-of-mouth, and the service quality of brand merchants.
Finally, as a new method to analyze path configuration, the fsQCA method has received much attention in the field of psychology, but there is limited research using this method in the management field. Future research in various fields could employ fsQCA so as to understand the necessary conditions and configurations leading to certain behavior. Funding: This research was funded by National Social Science Foundation of China, grant number 16AJY003, 17BGL198 and 18BGL263 for their support during this research.
